Human and rabbit cavernosal smooth muscle cells express Rho-kinase.
Rho-kinase is an enzyme involved in the Ca2+-sensitizing pathway in smooth muscle cells. Inhibition of this enzyme has been recently demonstrated to elicit penile erection by relaxing cavernosal smooth muscle. We aimed to investigate the presence and activity of Rho-kinase in human cavernosal smooth muscle. Primary culture of smooth muscle cells from human and rabbit penile corpus cavernosum was developed, and cells showed characteristic myocyte morphology and alpha-actin immunoreactivity. The presence of Rho-kinase was demonstrated by indirect immunofluorescence and Western blotting. A specific inhibitor of Rho-kinase, Y-27632, inhibited in a concentration-dependent manner the kinase activity of the protein immunoprecipitated with anti-Rho-kinase antibody. These results demonstrate for the first time expression and activity of Rho-kinase in human penile cavernosal smooth muscle cells and suggest that these cells can provide a cellular model for the study of enzymes involved in Ca2+-sensitizing pathways.